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avid Burnham made his mark as a New York Times reporter in
the late sixties with a story about "cooping cops"-the thenwidespread practice of New York City police officers sleeping on
duty. The story ran on the front page of the Times, along with
photographs of three Brooklyn patrol cars, each containing two
snoozing officers. "This was a good chunk of the patrol force on duty at
that time and they were sleeping," says the S.I. Newhouse School of
Public Communications professor. "It was sort of an accepted thing that
from about 2 to 4:30 a.m . you could disappear. There was a surge in
the fear of crime at that time-r got a huge response to that story."
A lawyer friend soon suggested the same thing was happening in city
courts. Since taking photos of judges in their chambers was not possible,
the lawyer suggested Burnham compare the number of cases disposed
of on Tuesdays through Thursdays with those handled on Mondays and
Fridays. "I went and got those numbers, and you could see the courts
were working three days a week," Burnham says. "And there were thousands of people awaiting trial." He confronted the courts' dumbfounded
chief judge with the numbers and wrote another significant story. "As a
reporter I have always looked at the performance of agencies," he says.
"It seems to me this is a very important role for newspapers to play."
Burnham, along with School of Management Professor Susan Long and
a team of SU undergraduate and graduate students, makes records of
federal enforcement and regulatory agencies' activities available at
the Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC). The SU research center, which Burnham and Long established in 1989, provides
comprehensive government information to news organizations, public interest groups, businesses, scholars, and lawyers. Even Congress
has used TRAC's unique services.
In April, Burnham and Long testified before the Senate Finance Committee, presenting evidence that the Internal Revenue Service was
unable to keep track of its criminal enforcement activities. "That's not just
sloppy bookkeeping," Burnham says. "That's an agency out of control.
You have to have the IRS, but it has to work well, have good oversight, and
not be allowed to just do anything it wants to do." The hearing preceded
Senate debate over restructuring the IRS in light of mismanagement and
taxpayer abuse. President Clinton signed an IRS reform bill in July.

MAGAZINE

1

Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 15, Iss. 1 [1998], Art. 12

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol15/iss1/12

2

Pallassino: On Trac

"They say the price of liberty is eternal vigilance," Long says. "No
one likes having someone look over his shoulder, but it's really an
essential function of our system. Federal agencies necessarily have
a lot of power and discretion to go after the bad guys and gals. But
that discretion often reflects judgments as to what priorities are.
There are only so many resources-if you emphasize going after
drugs, then you don't have resources to go after white-collar
crimes. Is that where our money should be spent? It is up to the citizen to decide that. And we can't do that without knowing what is
going on."

Since 1996, TRAC has maintained World Wide Web sites containing data from the FBI, IRS, Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA),
and Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF). The sites, filled
with maps, graphs, and thousands of tables, are accessible through
the main TRAC page at http://trac.syr.edul. News organizations can
register to use another site, TRACFED, to order localized data analyses
on almost any federal activities in their area. TRAC also offers a
research service for public interest groups and others who need specialized data.
TRAC serves a broad range of clients. "We often get calls from
government agencies that find it easier to come to us to get Justice
Department data," Long says. Businesses use TRAC to keep tabs on
federal regulations. Groups like Morality in Media look for data that
support their causes. "We range across the political landscape, from
very conservative organizations to liberal, because we are talking
about what government does. It is of interest to everyone."
By far the biggest TRAC users are newspapers. Peter Grier of The
Christian Science Monitor used TRAC data in a story showing how common it is for both rich and poor to cheat on taxes. Carol Frey of The News
and Observer in Raleigh, North Carolina, detailed how the state's audits
were lower than the national average,while tax violation convictions were
more than twice the norm. Grant Segall of The Plain Dealer in Cleveland,
Ohio, used TRAC to discover that Ohioans were the least likely in the
nation to be audited, while The Daily News ofLos Angeles learned that LA
taxpayers were four times more likely to face audits than residents of
other large metropolitan areas. Using TRAC's FBI site, Roy Malone of the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch found that Southern Illinois had the highest percentage of drug convictions in the country in 1996, even though its drug
trafficking was not especially high.
David Cay Johnston, tax reporter for The New York Times, broke a
story about IRS abuses in April1997- so early that he was criticized

for not reporting on it when the rest of the country caught up.
"Because of TRAC's site we were the first to report the major shift in
audit focus by the IRS away from the wealthiest Americans and the
biggest corporations toward the poorest Americans and tiniest businesses," Johnston says. "There's no practical way for a reporter, no
matter how good, to gather these data alone."
John Schmid, who specializes in computer-assisted reporting at
the Chicago Sun Times, says he's used TRAC data to write a number of
front-page stories on deadline, and the TRAC research service for
longer-term projects. One story, on federal drug prosecutions, relied
on court data available through
TRACFED. "Mayor Daley had
been complaining that he
wasn't getting enough support
from the feds on the war on
drugs," Schmid explains. "So I
took a look using TRAC data and
found that the number of federal drug prosecutions had been
declining over the years. It was
nice to be able to take a comment by the mayor that may or
may not have been true and illustrate that it was true. This was
information even the mayor
himself didn't have. He was
going by what people had told
him, but he didn't have the
numbers at his fingertips like I did."
Schmid says few web sites offer the wealth of information available from TRAC. "I don't know anybody else out there doing the kind
of work TRAC does in making these enormous public databases
available for reporters. They are extremely diligent in making sure
the data are accurate and easy for reporters to use. In some cases
they have spent so much time and effort getting the data in good
shape that they've ended up with databases that are better than the
agency's original database, which is pretty amazing."
Often, Schmid says, TRAC is the only way to get to the information.
"In practical terms, you really couldn't deal with this yourself. Maybe
huge outfits like The New York Times or The Washington Post would
have the resources and lawyers to deal with reluctant bureaucrats
who don't want to give out their data. But the TRAC site makes this information available to any journalist, even at a small paper. So this sort of
analysis isn't only being done by the biggest newspapers anymore,
thanks to TRAc."
"It's hard to appreciate the amount of work that's gone into getting these data and doing checks to make sure they're as accurate as
can be," Burnham says. "Checking against court records and administrative reports and getting the agency's manuals to look at definitions of different phrases-there's a huge amount of work in this, and
very few new s organizations have the time or inclination to invest
that kind of effort."
TRAC obtains its data through the 1966 Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA), which allows anyone to obtain records from federal agencies. Some agencies, such as the Nuclear Regulatory Commission,
cooperate easily. Others, such as the IRS, have been less responsive.
"My experience has t aught me that just because we have a law
doesn't necessarily mean the information is readily accessible," Long
says. "There's usually a huge time delay, and you might have to sue
the agency. By the time most people get the information, their need
for it has passed."
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20. 100% cotton long

sleeve t-shirt with left
chest back design.
Oxford.
S, M, L, XL.
$24.99; XXL.
$26.99.

2E.

100% cotton long
sleeve t-shirt
with stripe
sleeve design.
Navy.
S, M, L, XL.
$25.99; XXL.
$27.99 .

2F.

100% cotton long
sleeve t-shirt with chest stripe design. Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $22.99; XXL. $24.99.

100% cotton long sleeve pique polo with left chest
embroidery. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $49.99; XXL. $52 .99 .

28. Vintage wool flannel cap with felt "S". Adjustable.
$22.99.

2G. 100% cotton t-shirt with the

Syracuse University seal design.
Natural.

2C. 100% cotton v-neck ringer t-shirt. Oxford.

S, M, L, XL. $15.99.
XXL. $1 7.99.

S, M, L, XL. $14.99; XXL. $16.99.

2H. 100% cotton t-shirt with left

chest vertical stripe design.
Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $15.99;
XXL. $1 7.99.

21.

100% cotton t-shirt. Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $15.99; XXL. $1 7.99.

2.1.

50150 cotton blend full zipper hooded

sweatshirt. Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $34.99. XXL. $36.99.

2
Published by SURFACE, 1998

5

Syracuse University Magazine, Vol. 15, Iss. 1 [1998], Art. 12

3A. Traditional 50150

cotton blend crewneck
sweatshirt with Syracuse
block design.
Orange, Birch or Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $24.99;
XXL. $26.99

38. 100% cotton "Otto the

Orangeman" mascot
t-shirt.
Light Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $13.99;
XXL. $14.99.

3C. 1OOo/o cotton long

sleeve Syracuse
Orangemen t-shirt.
Light Oxford.
S, M, L, XL.
$19.99; XXL. $21.99.

3D. 1OOo/o cotton long sleeve Alumni

t-shirt. White.
S, M, L, XL. $19.99; XXL. $21.99.

3F.

WooV acrylic blend cap

with embroidered
Syracuse design.
Adjustable. Navy.

50/50 cotton blend embroidered crewneck sweatshirt. Light
Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $27.99 ; XXL. $29.99.

3G. 50/50 cotton blend sweatpants. Navy or Gray.
S, M, L, XL. $22.99; XXL. $24.99 .

$16.99.

3H. 50/50 cotton blend Syracuse Orangemen hooded sweatshirt.

Light Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $29.99; XXL. $31.99.
31.

50/SO cotton blend crewneck sweatshirt with an outline
embroidery. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $29.99; XXL. $32.99.
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4A. 100% cotton jersey t-shirt with block Syracuse design.
Navy or White.
S, M, L, XL. $1 6.99; XXL, XXXL. $1 8.99.
4B.

100% cotton jersey t-shirt with Syracuse University design.
Oxford. S, M, L, XL. $1 6.99; XXL. $18.99.

4C. 100% cotton t-shirt with Syracuse University design. White.
S, M, L, XL. $13.99; XXL. $1 4.99 .
4D.

100% cotton t-shirt with Syracuse Orangemen design. Orange.
S, M, L, XL. $1 3.99; XXL. $ 14.99.

4E.

12"x30"
Syracuse
Alumni
pennant.
$1 2.99.

4F.

11oz. Syracuse
University Alumni
mug. Cobalt. $8.99.

4G. Reverse Weave
crewneck sweatshirt with
Syracuse
University
seal. Navy.
S, M, L, XL.
$44.99;
XXL. 46.99.
4H. Reverse

Weave
Sy racuse
crewneck
sweatshirt.
Silver Gray.
S, M, L, XL. $44.99;
XXL. $46.99.

41.

100% cotton long sleeve t-shirt with "Otto the Orangeman" design.
Oxford. S, M, L, XL. $22 .99; XXL. $24.99.

4..1.

50150 cotton blend Syracuse sweatpants with side pockets. Navy or
Gray.
S, M, L, XL. $25.99; XXL. $2 7.99.

4K. 100% cotton long sleeve t-shirt with left-chest seal and sleeve design.

White.
S, M, L, XL. $22.99; XXL. $24.99.
4L.
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SA. Reverse Weave crewneck sweatshirt with 'blocks· design on back
(Inset shows front left chest design).
Silver Gray.
S, M , L, XL. $46.99; XXL, XXXL. $48.99.
58. Reverse Weave crewneck sweatshirt with block Syracuse design.
Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $44.99; XXL. $46.99.

SC. Reverse Weave crewneck sweatshirt with a clear ink design.
Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $44.99; XXL. $46.99.

SD. 100% nylon full zipper lined "Rival" jacket with pockets.
S, M, L, XL. $68.99; XXL. $70.99.
SE. Taslon nylon sport pant with side pockets. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $39.99; XXL. $42.99.

SF. Youth 50150 cotton blend Otto sweatshirt. Gray.
S, M, L. $19.99.
SG. Youth 50150 cotton blend Otto sweatpants. Gray.

S, M, L. $19.99.

SH. 100% nylon mesh short with drawstring.
Navy, Orange, or White.
S, M, L, XL. $25.99; XXL. $27.99.

5
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&E. 80/20 Big Cotton®fleece crewneck with sewn

tackle-twill lettering. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $49.99; XXL. $52.99.
&F.

&A. 100% Big Cotton®t-shirt. Orange.

S, M, L, XL. $16.99; XXL. $18.99.
68. 100% Big Cotton®Alumni t-shirt. Dark Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $16.99; XXL. $18.99.

100% Big Cotton®split "S" t-shirt. Oxford.
S, M, L, XL. $18.99; XXL. $20.99.

&C. 100% Big Cotton®'Cuse t-shirt. Oxford.

S, M, L, XL. $16.99; XXL. $18.99.
&D. 100% Big Cotton®t-shirt with Syracuse University Seal.
Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $18.99; XXL. $20.99.

6G. 100% cotton pique

polo shirt with left chest
embroidery. Orange,
White, or Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $39.99;
XXL. $42.99.

&H. 100% spun polyester Bavarian fleece Telluride

jacket with left chest embroidery. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $68.99; XXL. $74.99.
61.

Marled v-neck sweatshirt. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $49.99; XXL. $52.99.

6
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7A. Framed and

laminated Carrier
Dome poster.
131/4"x39".
$125.00
Additional shipping charge
$8.00.

WooVacrylic blend cap with
embroidered Syracuse. Adjustable.
Navy. $16.99.
100% Heavyweight cotton mock
turtleneck with embroidered neck.
Cotton Exchange,. Navy.
S, M, L, XL, XXL. $28.99.
1/4 Zip Malden Mills Polartec®
jacket by Know Wear. Orange.
S, M, L, XL. $72.99; XXL. $76.99.
7.J.

#5 Replica nylon mesh football
jersey. Navy.
M, L, XL. $44.99; XXL.
$47.99.

7K. Coaches cap. Adjustable.
7L.

7E.

Compartmentalized Syracuse nylon
tailgate bag. Soda cooler inside.
Navy. $26.99.

71.

Syracuse stadium seat cushion.
Navy/ Orange. $5.99.
7G. Alumni brass license plate frame.
$34.99.
7H. Extra large coffee mug. $7.99.
7F.

7M. Large plush

Orangeman. $1 9.99.
7N. 12" Legend Bear with

sweater. $29.99.
70. Youth 100% cotton
"Otto the Orangeman"
mascot t-shirt.
Light Oxford.
S, M, L. $12.99.

Navy. $1 8.99.
Football Camp Interactive CD.
Personalized coaching from Paul
Pasqualoni, Head Coach Syracuse
University. For Windows or
Macintosh.

The authentic Syracuse University
Barbie"' doll from Mattei®.
Caucasian or African American.
$19.99.
7P. Children's Syracuse cheerleader
jumper with turtleneck.
12mo, 18mo, 2, 3, 4. $29.99;
5, 6, 7, 8. $32.99
10, 12, 14. $34.99.

100% cotton embroidered
toddler t-shirt. White.
2T, 4T, 6. $1 3.99.
7R. Toddler plaid flannel

boxer short.
2T, 4T, 6. $11.99.

7
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The Gold Medallion Jewelry Collection designed
exclusively for Syracuse University.
23K gold finish.
BB. Lapel Pin
$14.99.
$19.99.
BC. Split Wire Keyring
$24.99.
BD. Pendant with Charm
$149.99.
BE. Men's Roll Link Watch
$149.99.
BF. (also available in Ladies)

100% cotton henley
collar sweater.
Vantage Custom
Classics. Navy.
S, M, L, XL. $59.99;
XXL. $62.99.

Wood replicas of buildings on the Syracuse University campus.
Designed exclusively for The University Bookstore by eat's Meow.
$19.99 ea.
BG. Bachelor/Masters Diploma

BL. 100% cotton afghan with
finely detailed campus
buildings woven in.

Frames with official Syracuse
University Seal. Removable back
to insert diploma. Choose:

$54.99.

BH. Crouse College of Fine Arts.

81. Hendricks Chapel.

Regency Gold
Regency Gold
frame with
frame with
Lapis mat.
Black mat.
$90.00
$90.00
"Additional shipping charge of $8.50.

BK. Newhouse School of Public Communications.

B00KSTORE
THE

UNIVERSITY

Owned and Operated by Syracuse University

We Are Your Bookstore!

Schine Student Center, 303 University Place, Syracuse, NY 13244-2020 • Phone: (800) 365-2444 • Fax: (315) 443-1683
E-Mail: bookstor@syr.edu • httpJ/syracuse.univ.bookstore.syr.edu/ • Personal Shopping: Call us directly, Mon. thru Fri., 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. at 315-443-9ro8.
SOLO TO:

Your daytime telephone - - - - - - - - - -- - --

-

--

SHIP TO:

Name

Class of

Name

Address

Apt/Suite

Address

c
SIZE

COLOR

0

MasterCard

0

1

I

2

I

I

I

Expiration Date

4

I

5

I

7

6

I

I

8

I

I

Signarure

This catalog valid !hough June Jl, 1999
Call, fax or e-mail for AK. HI and international shipping charges.
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SHIPPING METHOD check method you prefer
for continental USA

0

(16numbers)

3

01Y

DESCRIPTION

Check or money order payable to Syracuse University Bookstore

VISA

Apt/Suite
State

METHOD OF PAYMENT 0
(13or 16numbers)

Class of

Zi

State
CATALOG #

(If different from "Sold To")_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

15

I

Order Date

16

I

I

GROUND
upto$25
6.50
$25.01.SOO
7.50
$50.01-$75
8.50
$75.01-$100
9.50
over $100.01
10.00

0
FedEx
2ND DAY
11.00
11.50
12.00
12.50
13.00

PRICE

Zi
SUBTOTAL

1. Merchandise Total

2. Shipping & Handling Total
3. Subtotal (add 1& 21
4. Sales tax on 3*
TOTAL AMOUNT
"Residents in NYS add 7'/, NYC add 81/4%.
Washington DCadd 8'/ •
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Some federal officials have criticized TRAC's use of data, saying the
information was misinterpreted. Johnston says the IRS tried to
attack TRAC data used in his Times stories. "They wrote various
obfuscating letters saying the TRAC data are not to be believed. The
problem is, it's the IRS's data. They argued that TRAC didn't know
how to use the data. When I asked them for specifics-suggested we
go through item by item to see exactly where it was wrong and what
was wrong with it-they were not willing to do that."
Long says federal prosecutors in Minnesota and Kentucky disputed TRAC data showing that those districts prosecuted some of the
lowest percentages of cases referred to them by local police. TRAC
had obtained the information from a central database at the U.S.
Attorney's Washington office, but district offices apparently had different numbers. "We asked if they could furnish specific details
about what was wrong, but they refused," Long says. "We spent several years trying to get voluntary cooperation and sued in early
March of this year." Underscoring the difficulty of FOIA lawsuits
was the recent revelation that the Western District of Kentucky
office destroyed the disputed records six months after Burnham and
Long filed an FOIA request.
Long, a statistician, has been active in FOIA issues since graduate
school. "My dissertation required a lawsuit against the IRS," she says.
"If you want to study an organization, you obviously need access to
its data." Since then Long has brought 13lawsuits against the IRS under
FOIA, and won the first ever against the agency for release of statistics on audits. When she came to Syracuse in 1980, she and some colleagues started an information center similar to TRAC, but focusing
solely on the IRS.
As an investigative reporter for The New York Tim es, Burnham had
worked with Frank Serpico to uncover corruption in the NYPD and

https://surface.syr.edu/sumagazine/vol15/iss1/12

also disclosed improprieties in the National Security Agency. His
1983 book, The Rise of the Computer State, warned that the use of
advanced computer technology by business and government
bureaucracies threatens representative democracy. While working
on A Law Unto Itself, a 1990 book about the power wielded and sometimes misused by the IRS, Burnham contacted Long, who he knew
had a wealth of IRS information. "She had all these data tapes, and if
you look at the back of my IRS book, you'll see a bunch of tables she
created." Burnham and Long realized the information would be
more useful if it could be widely distributed, and the idea for TRAC
was born.

Tali 1ng Dff onthe UJ orl dUJ i de UJ eb
A joint venture of Newhouse and the School of Management,
TRAC is also supported by the Rockefeller Family Fund, The New York
Times Company Foundation, the John S. and James L. Knight
Foundation, and various research grants, contracts, and fees for
research services. The center maintains its own computer equipment, largely through the efforts of work-study students and graduate assistants (see related story, page 35), at its offices in Newhouse.
Burnham works in TRAC's Washington, D.C., office, close to the source
of TRAC's data.
Long says TRAC's basic functions-research, investigation, and
identifying and gaining access to important records systemsremain unchanged. But methods for getting those records to the
public have come a long way. In the beginning, Long says, data were
furnished on computer tapes to a limited audience, mostly scholars,
large media organizations, government agencies, and businesses that
had the right computer technology. TRAC also published written
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reports and developed a diskette series, but the cost of developing
these materials made them too expensive for most potential clients.
Then the World Wide Web came along. "The web makes it possible
to distribute information in an exceedingly cost-effective way," Long
says. "Putting a web site up is no small amount of effort, but once it's
there a lot of people can access it. Some people are more comfortable
using graphics rather than all these numbers. Publishing reports
with color graphics is very expensive. Putting up color graphics on
the web doesn't add anything to the cost. That has made a huge difference." The dynamic nature of the web allows users to conduct
sophisticated statistical analyses through an easy-to-use interface,
she says.
Johnston says TRAC's IRS site offers much more than tax information.
"If you're a reporter who writes about regional economics, you can look
up every county in your area and get data going back five years on total
income and income broken down by wages, dividends, interest, rents, and
royalties."
TRACFED, open only to news organizations, takes the web site a
step further. It allows users to go beyond posted data and directly
access TRAC's huge databases. One component, TRAC Express, provides access to data on actions of the FBI, ATF, DEA, IRS, U.S. Customs
Service, and U.S. Postal Service. Users can look at overall enforcement
efforts or focus on a particular district or topic. (A look at immigration in the southern district of Texas, for example, shows 648 people
were convicted of illegal immigration there in fiscal year 1996.) A
second component, TRAC Analyzer, is similar to TRAC Express, but
allows users to customize their own data sets and produce even greater
detail in reports.
Burnham said a Washington Post reporter recently asked him to look
up environmental enforcement activities in eastern Virginia and

Maryland, along the shores of Chesapeake Bay. Within 15 minutes,
Burnham found that Maryland prosecuted many environmental cases,
while Virginia did very little. "That's a good story for her," he says. "She
can see which agencies are referring the cases, what laws they're using,
the percentage of matters being turned down. It's a way to examine this
huge discretion prosecutors have, and it's very easy to do."

Side stepping Spin [ ontrol
David M. Rubin, dean of the Newhouse School, considers TRAC an
important resource for journalist s covering government. Typically,
he says, reporters receive information the government has already
"massaged" through press releases, press conferences, or official
reports. Reporters may interview government officials, he says, but
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"again, you're getting what the official chooses to tell you. It may be
true, it may be half true. It may be leaks, it may be spin doctoring."
The process makes it difficult for journalists to find accurate and reliable information. "The beauty of TRAC is that it changes the whole
relationship," Rubin says. "Journalists don't have to wait for government reports. They don't have to wait for the latest spin. They don't
have to wait for a press release. We use the Freedom of Information
Act to request from government the actual records of what government is doing. Using the computer, we put these records into a form
that allows us to ask questions and then, using journalistic techniques, do our own analysis. Then if you want to interview somebody in government, you don't ask them what they're doing-you
tell them what they're doing and make them accountable for it. It's a
completely different ethic."
Rubin sees TRAC as "a wire service for the 21st century," a new
form of information distribution for local news media. "Very few
news organizations can duplicate what Susan, David, and our students have done," he says. "They don't have the time or the computer expertise to do it. So we're doing it for them and presenting our
findings, much of it on the web, so they can either write stories
directly from this information or localize it, figure out how what we
found fits their area."
Rubin says TRAC benefits the University in several ways. "SU gets a
lot of publicity every time TRAC and its findings are out there, such as
when they became involved in this effort to reform the IRS," he says.
"That's important to the University as it competes with other major
universities." TRAC's successful grant-writing efforts have also raised
SU's profile in the philanthropic community, Rubin says.
TRAC can teach Newhouse students to be better journalists, Rubin
says. It is difficult, however, to make good use of the center in Newhouse's existing computer-assisted investigative
reporting class, he says, in part because the students need so much background to get to the point
where they can use TRAC. "We hope to start integrating more of TRAC's investigative methods into
our classrooms so students can leave here with
these techniques better in hand."
Burnham says making information available
to journalists is not enough. He and Long believe
journalists need to learn how to think about
data. "It's not really statistics, but how to see the
implications of this stuff," Burnham says. "Like
my friend's idea- average the number of court
cases on Mondays and Fridays and compare that
with Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays and
you'll see they're working three days a week.
That's not a thought that pops into your head
automatically. But it's a very good idea and it turned out to be a good
story. The facts get you over one hurdle. The next hurdle is to have
the imagination."
With a grant from the Open Society Institute, Burnham and Long
will conduct seminars and live demonstrations of how TRAC can be
used. "News organizations tend to focus on what agencies do, and in
fact, what agencies announce they do," Burnham says. "Looking at
what they don't do is always very hard. Part of the role of a news
organization should be to examine the performance of significant
bureaucracies. My formula is to examine what stops an agency from
achieving its st at ed goals. You need the numbers to get at that question-how many people are you arresting, how many of those are
being convicted, the whole TRAC business. I don't think the
American press does enough of that."
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omputers make SU's Transactional
[ Records Access dearinghouse (TRAC} work,
but who makes sure the computers work?
The SU research center has massive databases of federal government records available
through its World Wide Web site (http:!/
trac.syr.edul). Someone has to manage all that
information, check it for accuracy, put it in a
usable form, design software and web pages
allowing users to access it, and maintain the
hardware that makes it all possible.
According to TRAC co-director Susan Long,
eight work-study students and graduate assistants handle most of the work. Long, co-director David Burnham, and secretary Kelly Pierson
are the only full-time TRAC staff members.
Other SU faculty collaborate on various projects. "Our role is to make this information publicly accessible in as much breadth and depth
as we can manage," Long says. "To achieve that,
we rely on students. We provide opportunities
for them to get their hands dirty doing real
things, to apply their knowledge, and actually
see it being used."
From first-year to graduate students, everyone at TRAC has something to contribute. Annette Saubon was a sophomore when she designed the navigational tour that guides users
through the center's special TRACFED site for news organizations.
"Even the directors had never been able to explain it to someone
else," says Saubon, now a junior in the information management and
technology program at the School of Information Studies (IST}. "So it
was my job to develop a tour. It took me about two months because I
had to learn how to use TRACFED first."
TRAC workers sign on for the long haul. "Because of the specialized
nature and complexity of what we do, short periods aren't really
effective," Long says. "We often hire freshmen and keep them until
they graduate, and keep upgrading their responsibilities." As students' skills and interests develop, Long tries to guide them into suitable projects. As a result, many undergraduates discover their majors
while working for TRAC. Graduate students hone existing skills and
acquire new ones.
Saubon, who came to TRAC as a freshman, found her major there.
"During fall semester of my sophomore year, one of my co-workers
said I should go into IST. I thought, 'information management-ooh,
that sounds exciting.' In my head I pictured a lot of file cabinets and
stuff like that. But it deals with networking and computers in any
area you can imagine."
To Kelly Blazey, a sophomore in broadcast journalism at the S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications, TRAC was just a work-study
job when she became involved with the center as a freshman. ·~t
first I did a lot of clerical work such as copying and sorting," she says.
Then she began working with various computer programs and
learned hypertext markup language (HTML}, used to create web
pages. Last spring she created a clickable map of federal districts-dick
on a district and it brings up specific information. ''I've learned many
things at TRAC that I would never have learned otherwise," she says.
Graduate assistant Kathie Graham works with raw data from government computer records, converting them to a form usable for
generating meaningful statistics. She is expanding TRAC's records to
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include 30 different federal agencies; four are
currently available to the public. She also
researches the center's Freedom of Information (FOIA} requests. "I try to determine
which records government agencies have, so
we know what to ask for," she says. "To be successful, you have to know what you want."
Formerly an economics instructor at the
SUNY College at Oswego, Graham enrolled in
the master of library science program at IST
in August 1997. The TRAC assistantship
seemed to fit wei: with her abilities. "I find
FOIA work just fascinating," she says. The
work strengthened Graham's programming
and statistical skills, and gave her an inside
look at FOIA and the federal government. "My
search and retrieval skills are being honed,"
she says, wryly adding: "My cynicism about
government processes has probably been
sharpened as well."
Graham, who plans a career in competitive intelligence in business or industry, says
her TRAC experiences will serve her well in
the job market. ''I'm doing something that
makes a difference. I'm not standing in front
of a photocopier all day, which would certainly be less work, but would be boring and
not at all challenging. Horizons are broadened through challenges."
Galen Harris '95. G'98, who graduated from IS! with a master's
degree in information resource management, was with TRAC for two
years as a graduate assistant. He started out working on limited system software, then moved on to help implement the TRACFED site.
"TRACFED allows people to hit our databases over the Internet,"
Harris says. "It gives them more freedom, but is more resource-intensive for us." Unlike browsing static web pages, TRACFED users must
be able to access the center's So-plus gigabytes of federal data without interfering with other clients. Harris designed software to make
the site run smoothly and manage client accounts.
As an undergraduate, Harris earned a dual degree in economics
and international relations from The College of Arts and Sciences.
"Computers have been my hobby since I was a little kid," he says.
"When I finished my undergraduate degrees I reassessed where I was
going. I decided to go to IST because of the bridge they forge between
computers and people, which is unique in the market. No system's
going to work if you don't take the users into account."
At TRAC, Harris says, he matured both personally and professionally. "TRAC allowed me to grow in many directions.If I wanted to take
on more responsibility, they allowed me to. If I wanted to go in a cert ain direction, they listened to me; and if my reasoning was good, I
could take on that initiative.'' Because the center's staff is small, there
are always needs to be filled-and anyone who feels he can do the
job is welcome to try. "Right now I fit a lot of different shoes, from
programming to limited strategy direction to system administration," Harris says. "At a larger research institute I don't think I'd be
able to dabble in all these different things.''
Harris says his social science background helped him appreciate
TRAC's objectives. "You can't knock the direction they're trying to go
in. Working to change the way media work- it's a very lofty and idealistic goal."
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